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THE VILLAGE CHURCH.

THE EDUCATIONAL VALUE OF THE VILLAGE CHURCH

REV. H. G. PILLSBURY, D.D.,
Ripon, Wisconsin.

The question arises, shall our treatment of the subject assigned
be academic or practical? "We have decided in favor of the latter.
There is not the time to give the reasons for so doing.

The conditions existing in a village would seem to indicate the
kind of service in education that the church may render. The village
is itself a center of life and—apart from books and periodical—is
more or less dependent on its own resources. Its privileges of oral
instruction and inspiration of the best Mnd are comparatively few.
Lecture courses—of the highest grade—are impracticable. The
chances are that social life, and that of the petty kind, may become
absorbing. There is a lack of the wider outlook, except as the printed
page may afford it. But in these days this certainly has its distrac-
tions and limitations; a public library is by no means an unmixed
blessing. Here would seem to open a field for the church the most
inviting conceivable. The opportunity for the church, in the person
of its minister, to serve such a community in educational way can
hardly be over-estimated; for, whatever may be the petty and absorb-
ing social life of the village, one has a right to assume that the church
holds the field one day in seven. I content myself at this time with
indicating one form of educational service that the church may ren-
der, bringing you an idea and a program.

Assuming that the Sunday morning service will be devoted to
religious worship and themes relating thereto, we turn to Sunday
evening and we bring this suggestion: "Why not use a portion of this
time in giving a course of twenty Sunday evening lectures each win-
ter, scheduled, if you please, for alternate Sunday evenings? This
is the idea; a popular presentation of many things for which there
is no opportunity on Sunday morning. The material is of the richest
and most varied character, pertaining to the whole field of religious
education. An audience is waiting in every village; and any Chris-
tian minister who is awake to his opportunity will not only find the
work itself to be stimulating and enjoyable, but also that it will
awaken a hearty response.
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434 THE VILLAGE CHVBCH.

CHRISTIAN HISTORY.

As our aim is entirely practical let us indicate very briefly the
character, the range and the possibilities of this work. It might be
well to begin with a course of twenty lectures on Christian History,
giving glimpses of it from the days of the apostles down. One can
tell of Alexandria and her great Origen, of Athanasius and the
strange dogmatic controversies, of the Emperor Constantine and the
Nicene Council, of the origin and growth of the Papal Power;—even
this last can be made as interesting as any novel. Of Augustine and
his influence on modern thought, of the service rendered to Europe
by Pope Gregory the Great, of the bitter straggle of the Church with
the civil power in the time of Gregory VII., of the crusades and their
influence upon civilization, of the Dark Ages and the Revival of
Learning, of the Era of the Reformation in its various phases;—
think of the richness of the material! The great men, the thrilling
scenes, the tremendous movements among the nations, the incompar-
able ministry of the Church to the world, notwithstanding her errors
and follies—not to dwell upon the significance of it all as interpreting
the life of today—surely such a course of lectures must commend it-
self as of educational value.

RELIGION IN LITERATURE.

The year following let the minister take a very different subject.
"What a rich and inviting field lies in literature considered in its re-
ligious aspects. Just now we can only indicate certain things which
of course are familiar to us all. What is literature ? Why, the inter-
pretation of life; the picturing of its possibilities—Idealism! great
word! the glory of modern literature! There is also the view of life
given in Tragedy as a conflict of moral forces; the collision of the
human will with the Infinite "Daw. It has been truly said that liter-
ature involves a theology. Now in view of these thoroughly funda-
mental things and others like them, suppose a course of twenty Sun-
day evening lectures on the creative minds in literature and their
work in the interpretation of life. Beginning with Dante and Shake-
spere and Goethe and coming down through the magnificent list:
Carlyle, Coleridge, Scott, Ruskin, Tennyson, Browning and the rest.
Giving biographical items which will interest every one, yet keeping
close to the idea of the religious interpretation of life to be found in
these great prophets of the modern world. What idea does Dante
stand for? What was the service of Goethe to mankind? In what
way has Shakespere enlarged and enriched our life? What was the
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RELI010US EDUCATION. 435

moral power of Carlyle ? AVhat was the contribution of Coleridge to
religious life? "What was the message of Browning? and so on with
the rest. Is is not evident that such a course of lectures would inevit-
ably broaden the religion of the people and enrich it at the same
time; and it would be very strange if it did not do the same thing
for the minister himself. . . . It may be objected that Sunday
evening is not the fitting time for the treatment of such themes;
that there is danger of secularizing the pulpit. The reply is that if
the effort be persistently made to lay hold of the religious interpreta-
tion of life which these sources afford us, there is no real danger. Is
there not a real sense in which all truth and all life is sacred.

SOCIAL QUESTIONS.

To ensure variety and to serve other interests a course may well
be given on sociology from the Christian point of view. Men like
Washington Gladden have set us a noble example herein. To take
subjects at random; the labor question in its various forms; the prob-
lem of poverty and the housing of the poor in cities; the question of
luxury, of vice in its several forms, of crime, of divorce, of the meth-
ods of philanthropy—in a word, what message has Christianity for
the disturbed conditions and the crying evils of our time? A course
of twenty lectures covering this field would probably cost the preacher
a deal of labor, but would it not be of great educational value.

BIBLICAL. CRITICISM.

Take a very different field which may very naturally be covered
on Sunday evenings, that of Modern Biblical Criticism. Does not
the minister owe it to his people to give them some idea of the methods
and results in this? The Bible is honored by Christians everywhere.
It has done too much for the world to be lightly estimated. Never-
theless it is under investigation in these days by the most thorough
scholarship and, as we all know, there are certain results which de-
cidedly modify our conception, of it. As a matter of religious educa-
tion our people have a right to know something of the methods em-
ployed and also what conclusions appear to be established. Of course
the preacher's treatment of the general subject will depend upon his
own critical position. If he believes, with Welhausen, that the law is
later than the prophets, he will explain the matter in a sane way. If
he believes the Book of Joshua to be historical fiction he will give
his reasons therefor and, incidentally, rescue the Canaanites from
extermination. If he believes that the Fourth Gospel belongs to the
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436 THE VILLAGE CHURCH.

second century he will speak accordingly, being careful to emphasize
its great spiritual value. However conservative may be his critical
position he will probably find that a fair, dispassionate treatment of
the whole matter is the only one worth while. Dogmatism and the
reactionary spirit are easily detected by the common people. And this
work, while it will certainly interest the people, will bring its own
rewards to the preacher and to them by throwing him back upon the
larger principles of truth and leading him to emphasize the spiritual
rather than the formal in religion.

Let us pause to say that it might contribute to the higher uses of
any course of lectures to have a question box in connection with them.
A few pertinent questions on a preceding lecture would not only
clear up doubtful points but would help to fix the whole more clearly
in mind.

MASTERPIECE OP LITERATURE.

Partly for the sake of variety, turn again to literature. "What an
incomparable service it would be to give, in twenty lectures, studies
of twenty masterpieces, Goethe's "Faust," Shakespere's "Mac-
beth," Tennyson's "Idylls of the King" and also " In Memoriam,"
Browning's "The Ring and the Book," Hawthorne's "Scarlet Let-
ter," Carlyle's "Sartor Resartus." Others will readily occur to you.
Again, consider the richness of the material; what a wealth of
religious suggestion! Take the book last named, "Sartor Kesartus."
If a minister, by some unkindness of fortune, unfamiliar with that
book, will quietly master it, he will never forget the experience; and
if it does not broaden his theology, it will be because it was broad
before. The exposition of the work will surely be something for
which many among his people will be grateful. Such a course of
lectures will bring to the people the best in literature that the world
has known and will show how very, very deep are the foundations
of religion.

RELIGIOUS THOUGHT.

Again, here is something of a different character still. You see
how the spirit of religious education will keep a preacher out of the
ruts and make the traditional "dead line" impossible. How about a
course of twenty lectures on "Some Movements of Religious Thought
Since the Reformation"? Such subjects as these at once suggest
themselves; The Post-Reformation Theology, the Counter-Reforma-
tion and the Council of Trent, Calvinism and the Arminian Reac-
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RELIGIOUS EDUCATION. 437

tion, Anglo-French Deism, the Oxford Movement, Puritanism, the
Position and Influence of Schliermacher, the "Warfare of Science and
Theology, the Origin of Modern. Christian Sects. You can sit down
and make out a list of twenty lectures in ton minutes. Such a course,
it is needless to say, would give the minister an excellent opportunity
to emphasize the few, simple, fundamental things which have stood
unmoved through all this marvelous evolution.

THE USE OF FICTION.

I would like to mention another vein in the homiletic mine which,
so far as I know, has not been worked at all. I refer to the use of
fiction in the pulpit for moral ends. There are some romantic, fas-
cinating stories to be found in modern fiction, which represent ideal-
ism in the noblest way, and some of the lessons of tragedy as well.
Suppose a course of twenty lectures giving each a complete story, in-
troducing some of the strongest characters in modern literature, giv-
ing some of the dramatic scenes in which they appear and doing this
with the one purpose of moral impression. " I hate reasoning but I
love stories" said Oliver Goldsmith, and many today will say the
same. Possibly not one work of fiction in twenty will lend itself
to this treatment, but there are those that will. Take, for example,
the story of Dr. Hopkins from Mrs. Stowe, the story of Jean Valjean
from Victor Hugo, the story of Emmanuel Bayard from Mrs. Phelps-
Ward, the story of Corona from Marion Crawford, the story of Sheila
Mackenzie from William Black, the story of Angela Messenger from
Walter Besant, the story of Marcus Vinicius from Sienkiewicz. The
work will be perfectly delightful for the lecturer, and the audiences
will speak for themselves. The best sermon on conscience that the
minister will ever preach will be the story of Jean Valjean, one of
the most ennobling pictures of consecration ever painted is the story
of Emmanuel Bayard, the most magnificant account of self-conquest
in literature will be found in Marion Crawford's Corona. The method
here suggested certainly appeals to human nature, it holds within it-
self moral impression of the first order and is abundantly worth
while.

BIOGRAPHY.

Again, you can easily make up a course on some men who have
influenced the modern world, gathering up certain names which have
heretofore escaped you. Gladstone, Martineau, Bismark, Emerson,
Washington, Lincoln, Channing, Napoleon Bonaparte,—there is cer-
tainly no lack of variety, and one can read the deepest religious les-
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438 THE COUNTRY MINISTER.

sons from each life; believing, as we must, that God is in all history.
These various classes of topics are govcn merely by way of sug-

gestion. Why should not every minister who has an isolated village
for his field, plan for ten courses of twenty lectures each, on thd
expectation of staying ten years? Surely in order to accomplish the
largest results that period is none too long.

"But," some one may say, "who is sufficient for these things?
How can one do such an amount of work in addition to all the other
work which falls to the lot of a minister? Permit me to suggest that
that temper never will accomplish much of anything. Print a list of
twenty lectures, distribute copies broadcast, and then you are in for
it. Take off your coat, go to work in good earnest and the pleasures
of achievement will be yours.

THE COUNTRY MINISTER.

THE EDUCATION OF MINISTERS FOR THE COUNTRY PARISH

KENYON L. BUTTERFIELD, A.M.,

President Massachusetts Agricultural College, Amherst, Mass.

There exists a serious need for the development of a new pro-
fession—that of the country minister. It would comprise the preach-
ers, rectors, and priests of every Christian faith who desire to do
their share in making the rural parts of our land a province of the
Kingdom of God.

Rural life everywhere is astir. New demands upon the soil
workers are arousing them to new preparation for their task. New
standards and goals of rural life are establishing a new rural ideal-
ism. There is emerging a new and general movement for rural better-
ment—betterment industrial, sociable, educational, business, co-opera-
tive, moral, religious.

It is evident that the church cannot be indifferent to this rural
movement. So long as the church cherishes its purpose of spiritual
leadership, it must be an active force in rural life, because the new
rural life has a deep content of spiritual leaven.

For the rural movement is not merely a renaissance of productive
enterprise, nor of the love for the out-of-doors. Its great end is a
better community in which to live, a redirected rural civilization.
Hence the elder purpose of the church to affect individual lives is

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
B

ir
m

in
gh

am
] 

at
 0

0:
39

 1
2 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
15

 


